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County Agent’s Notes:

August 5, 2002

What is West Nile virus?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Mississippi State University Extension Service
Understanding is much better than ignorance and confusion. Throughout history,
diseases have affected all living things, but much of the blame for their effects can be placed on
lack of knowledge and failure to act on the information that was available. In the case of West
Nile (WN) virus, we have the knowledge and the means to control it; the only factor remaining is
the willingness of people to act on that knowledge. This brief summary of the problem will be
incomplete at best, however it will hopefully help you begin the process of protecting your
family and your animals from its effects. The Centers For Disease Control has published
information on WN virus, and public agencies can provide this information to anyone. I have
extracted portions for this article, but we will be happy to provide the complete texts to anyone
requesting it.
West Nile virus has emerged in recent years in temperate regions of Europe and North
America, presenting a threat to humans, horses and other animals, and birds. The most serious
manifestation of WN virus infection is fatal encephalitis (inflammation of the brain) in humans
and horses, as well as mortality in certain domestic and wild birds.
West Nile virus was first isolated from an adult woman in the West Nile District of
Uganda in 1937. The disease was studied and described in Egypt in the 1950s. The virus became
recognized as a cause of human meningoencephalitis (inflammation of the spinal cord and brain)
in elderly patients during an outbreak in Israel in 1957. The occurrence of the disease in horses

was first noted in Egypt and France in the early 1960s. WN virus appeared in North America in
1999, with encephalitis reported in humans and horses.
As of August 2, 2002 there have been 36 cases of West Nile virus related human illness
confirmed to CDC during 2002. From 1999 through 2001, there were 149 cases of West Nile
virus human illness in the United States reported to CDC and confirmed, including 18 deaths.
From the initial cases identified in the Northeastern states in 1999, the virus has spread to
well over half of the area of the United States. Cases affecting humans in 2002 have been found
in Louisiana and Mississippi. Cases of human infection have been found in several other states
since 1999.
Mosquitoes spread this virus after they feed on infected birds and then bite people, other
birds and animals. It is not spread by person-to-person contact and there is no evidence that
people can get the virus by handling infected animals. The majority of people who are infected
with the virus have no illness, or have an infection similar to mild flu with fever, headache and
fatigue. Rarely does the virus multiply in the central nervous system and cause encephalitis.
People over 50 years of age have the highest risk of developing a severe illness because as we
age, our bodies have a harder time fighting off disease. People with compromised immune
systems are also at increased risk.

The most apparent thing we should do is to destroy the sites where mosquitoes breed.
This is especially difficult during periods of frequent rain like we have now. These include all
standing water that does not flow or is not aerated. Even a small bucket that has stagnant water in
it for seven days can become home to up to 1,000 mosquitoes. Things to check include the
following: tin cans, plastic containers, ceramic pots or similar water holding containers,
discarded tires, clogged roof gutters, wading pools, wheelbarrows, and ornamental pools and
water gardens that are not stocked with fish and/or aerated.
Thankfully, we are not plagued by mosquitoes as badly as some other areas of the state,
however normal precautions should be taken for avoiding mosquito bites. Make sure screens are
in good repair, and use insect repellent according to directions on the container. As with
anything, prevention is the best answer.
We can help by reporting dead birds, particularly blue jays, crows, and hawks. These
birds tend to be affected most frequently, but others should be reported as well. There are
several weeks remaining in our mosquito season; let’s do our part in avoiding West Nile virus.

